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This paper examines the European Union's (EU) Global Gateway initiative, launched in De-
cember 2021, analysing its role in shaping EU-Africa relations and its strategic shift from tra-
ditional development aid to a more investment-driven approach. The initiative aims to mobilize
€300 billion in infrastructure de-velopment, particularly in Africa, as an alternative to China's
Belt and Road Initiative. By comparing the Global Gateway with conventional EU Official De-
velopment Assistance (ODA), the paper explores its geopolitical implications, funding struc-
tures, and African perceptions. It concludes that the initiative represents a hybrid model, bal-
ancing development goals with geopolitical ambitions, while posing questions about its long-
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Global Gateway and Africa: Old Wine in New Bottles?

A Critical Analysis of EU Development Aid Discourses

Ralph Wrobel

1. Introduction

Following decolonization, Europe’s engagement with Africa was primarily guided by a devel-
opment-oriented approach grounded in normative ideals such as shared values, the promotion
of democracy, and human rights. For many years, European policies emphasized humanitar-
ian aid and capacity-building while deliberately steering clear of direct political or military in-
volvement—supporting initiatives like rural electrification, water and sanitation, civil society,
and institutional reforms. In recent years, however, growing geopolitical rivalries, evolving mi-
gration dynamics, increasing reliance on strategic resources, and the waning clout of former
colonial powers have driven a notable shift toward a more strategic and interest-based en-
gagement. Accordingly, nowadays the European Union (EU) is positioning itself as an emerg-
ing geopolitical actor, leveraging its economic weight, regulatory power, and diplomatic out-
reach to shape global affairs. As the world’s largest single market, the EU influences interna-
tional standards in trade, digital policy, and climate regulation, extending its reach far beyond

its borders.

In this context, the Global Gateway, launched in December 2021, represents the EU’s flagship
infrastructure investment strategy. It aims to mobilize several billion Euros in public and private
funds within the next years to promote infrastructure development, particularly in Africa, as
well as in Latin America, Asia, and the Indo-Pacific. (Gherasim 2024, 3) Framed as a sustain-
able and values-driven alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the Global Gate-
way seeks to offer transparent, green, and fair infrastructure partnerships. However, questions
remain as to whether this initiative marks a genuine shift in the EU’s development approach—
or whether it simply rebrands conventional Official Development Assistance (ODA) under a
new geopolitical narrative. This paper addresses this question through a comparative analysis.
First, it outlines the origins, objectives, and instruments of the Global Gateway. Second, it
compares the initiative to traditional European ODA, focusing on funding structures, recipient
regions, developmental versus geopolitical goals and conditionalities. Additionally, it explores
African perceptions of the Global Gateway, assessing whether it is seen as a meaningful de-

parture from earlier EU development practices. In this way, the aim is to determine whether



the EU's Global Gateway initiative represents a new form of geopolitically driven development

aid, or merely old wine in new bottles.

2. The EU’s Global Gateway: A New Paradigm?

Global governance in relation to the African continent has historically relied heavily on devel-
opment aid and ODA as primary instruments. This approach was largely shaped by post-co-
lonial dynamics and the widespread classification of African nations as Least Developed Coun-
tries (LDCs), characterized by high levels of poverty and extreme deprivation. Although the
Chinese BRI continuing to expand in scope and duration—despite international criticism and
delays caused by the global pandemic—democratic economies around the world have be-
come increasingly committed to developing countermeasures and alternative initiatives. This
effort to forge a global consensus in response to the BRI has led to the involvement of a grow-
ing number of new actors over the years. In this context, also the EU has positioned itself as
a major contributor to shaping a global response, launching its Global Gateway strategy on 1
December 2021. This move followed the EU’s characterization of the BRI as a non-transparent
project that undermines the “traditional model of multilateral infrastructure financing,” and its
call for a “joint Western alternative” to counterbalance the BRI’s growing influence. (Panda
2025, 178) The EU was motivated by China's growing influence in Africa, prompting the initi-
ation of Global Gateway as a tool for EU power projection. In recent years, such a counterbal-
ancing programme has become increasingly urgent. Still in 2010, the EU and China each ac-
counted for roughly 40% of construction and investment in Africa. By 2018, China's share had
surged to 60%, already, while Europe's declined to just 20%. In this context, the Global Gate-
way also aims to reinvigorate EU-Africa relations and enhance Europe's competitiveness not
only in Africa but also across other developing regions, particularly in response to China's

expanding influence. (van Wieringen 2024, 3)

The “Global Gateway” was designed to advance the EU’s aspiration of becoming a global
power, the initiative leverages the Union’s economic strength and political appeal. The Global
Gateway aims to mobilize up to €300 billion in public and private infrastructure investments by
2027. This includes up to €135 billion through the European Fund for Sustainable Develop-
ment Plus (EFSD+), backed by €40 billion in EU loan guarantees. Of this, €26.7 billion will be
managed by the European Investment Bank (EIB), and €13.3 billion will be channeled through
an EFSD+ window to guarantee loans from national development finance institutions. An ad-
ditional €145 billion is expected from EU member states’ development finance institutions,

supported by EU-level guarantees, while €18 billion will come in the form of grants from EU



external assistance programs. The initiative will prioritize five key sectors: digital infrastructure
(including secure, open internet), climate and clean energy, transport, health (such as vaccines
and supply chains), and education and research. The proposal also outlines the creation of a
European Export Credit Facility to enhance the global competitiveness of EU businesses and
complement existing national export credit systems. (Furness and Keijzer 2022, 2)

The Global Gateway was made possible by a shift towards private investment in multilateral
development financing. This new approach enables the EU to support its business sector,
helping them compete with Chinese state-owned enterprises. In order to implement this, the
European Commission played a pivotal role as a transformative leader, backed by influential
EU member states. The Commission seized this opportunity to design a geopolitical strategy
that would facilitate private sector investment to finance infrastructure development on a global
scale. (Heldt 2023, 1 — 2) Global Gateway projects are carried out using a “Team Europe”
approach, which combines resources in a flexible way from the EU budget, the European In-
vestment Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), participat-
ing Member States, national development finance institutions, and the private sector. (Ghe-
rasim 2024, 3)

Strategically, it is intended to offer partner countries a viable alternative to China’s BRI. The
Global Gateway aims to establish the EU's own sphere of influence, particularly in a region
where it has long engaged but now risks losing ground to China’s expanding and assertive
statecraft. But, the Global Gateway aims to mobilize bilateral, multilateral, and private-sector
capital to invest in areas such as climate and health security, modern digital technologies,
gender equity, and social inclusion. Therefore, some observers see the Global Gateway more
complementary than directly competitive to the BRI, which remains largely focused on tradi-
tional hard infrastructure and physical connectivity. (Panda 2025, 180-181) In contrast, others
highlight that also Global Gateway flagship projects are heavily concentrated in physical infra-
structure investments. Over the three-year period, approximately half of these projects, on
average, fall within the climate and energy sector. In contrast, less than 10 percent are dedi-
cated to education and research, while projects in the health sector account for just over 10
percent of the total. (Gavas and Granito 2024) Additionally, the EU has consistently maintained
that its interests are not in conflict with the needs of impoverished populations in the Global
South. In its 2016 Global Strategy, this approach was described as "principled pragmatism."
However, the Global Gateway initiative appears to continue the trend of using EU development
aid as a tool to advance European economic and security objectives, focusing on "protection”
from real or perceived "threats" originating from neighbouring countries. (Furness and Keijzer
2022, 3) This raises the question of to what extent Global Gateway differs from traditional

European development aid, and what implications this has for the African recipient countries.
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3. From Traditional ODA to the Global Gateway: A Comparative

Analysis for Africa

3.1Volume, Allocation, and Geographic Focus

Europe has traditionally been one of the largest providers of development aid to Africa. In a
report, the European Council (2024) highlights that EU collective ODA rose to €95.9 billion in
2023, compared to €93.3 billion in 2022 and €71.6 billion in 2021. This steady increase since
2021 shall reflect the EU and its Member States’ reinforced commitment to supporting devel-
oping countries and vulnerable populations, carried out under the Team Europe framework.
But, the Team Europe approach combines resources from the EU budget and other sources,
e.g. the private sector. Therefore, it is not surprising that OECD data shows Africa’s share of
global aid dropped to its lowest point this century in 2022, despite overall aid levels reaching
a historic peak. That year, the total ODA allocated to nearly 1.5 billion people across Africa
was roughly equal to the amount provided to Ukraine—home to just 44 million people—and to
in-country refugee costs, much of which were linked to the war response. Recent development
funding cuts—amounting to 6% of annual aid from Germany, France, and the EU—stem from
domestic budget pressures: Germany faced a €17 billion budget gap, prompting a €2 billion
cut in foreign aid; France trimmed €800 million to reduce its deficit; and the EU redirected over
€2 billion from development funds to migration management while securing a €50 billion
Ukraine package. Therefore, pledges like the EU’'s commitment to invest €150 billion in Africa
through the Global Gateway initiative are based on ambitious funding assumptions, yet there
is little transparency regarding the actual disbursement of funds. (Alemayehou and McNair
2024)

In concrete, Africa receives ODA from several industrialised countries, mainly US and EU
member states, but also from international institutions like the World Bank or EU institutions.
As figure 1 shows, in 2023, the United States and World Bank were the largest providers of
ODA to Africa, each disbursing around $16 billion. The World Bank showed a steady rise in
aid since 2016, while U.S. aid, though consistently high, experienced some fluctuations before
rebounding strongly. EU institutions ranked third with nearly $6 billion, followed by Germany
and France, which each provided between $4-5 billion. The United Kingdom saw a sharp
decline in its aid levels after 2019, falling below $2 billion by 2023, while Japan consistently
provided the lowest aid among the donors shown, remaining under $2 billion throughout the

period.



Fig. 1. Official Development Assistance disbursements to Africa (by selected donors)

(in US dollar, Millions, 2023)
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Data: OECD (2025).

In the next years, the scaling back of USAID and Washington’s wider withdrawal from devel-
opment assistance in the beginning of 2025 will leave a power vacuum in the global develop-
ment landscape which can be filled by the EU — or China. Therefore, the launch of the Africa-
Europe Investment Package, which aims to mobilize around €150 billion in partnership with
African countries by 2027, marked an initial implementation step of the Global Gateway strat-
egy. The package seeks to enhance both public and private investment to support Africa's
inclusive, green, and digital transformation. It prioritizes key sectors such as clean energy,
biodiversity, sustainable agriculture, climate resilience, disaster risk reduction, transport infra-
structure, health systems, science and technology, as well as education and vocational train-
ing in Africa. Additionally, it aims to strengthen businesses and promote sustainable value

chains, including those related to minerals and raw materials. (van Wieringen 2024, 3)



Tab. 1: Comparison: EU ODA (pre-2021) vs. Global Gateway (Post-2021)

EU ODA to Africa

Global Gateway ODA to Africa

ance, and regional integration

(Before 2021) (Post-2021)
Primary Fo- | Development aid with an em- Investment-driven approach targeting
cus phasis on stability, govern- inclusive, green, and digital transfor-

mation

Key Sectors

1. Peace, Security, and Govern-
ance

2. Economic Integration and
Trade

3. Infrastructure Development
4. Food and Nutrition Security
5. Natural Resource Manage-
ment

1. Clean Energy and Climate Resili-
ence

2. Biodiversity and Sustainable Agricul-
ture

3. Transport Infrastructure

4. Health Systems

5. Science, Technology, Education,
and Vocational Training

6. Sustainable Value Chains (e.g., raw
materials)

Develop- Emphasis on public sector-led | Emphasis on investment partner-
ment Model | aid and stability-focused part- ships, leveraging private capital and
nerships promoting economic self-sufficiency
Geopolitical | Foster long-term stability and Promote EU-Africa connectivity and
Intent prevent conflict through institu- reduce dependency on other global
tional support actors, especially in critical infrastruc-
ture and raw materials
Environmen- | Environmental sustainability Strong emphasis on green transition
tal and Digi- | was included (e.g., natural re- and digital infrastructure, aligning
tal Empha- source management), but digi- | with EU’s internal policy priorities (e.g.,
sis tal development was limited Green Deal, Digital Decade)

Source: author’s own depiction.

But does this represent a fundamental shift in the objectives of European ODA? Key Sectors
of EU ODA to Africa before 2021 were (1) Peace, Security, and Governance: The EU sup-
ported initiatives aimed at enhancing regional stability, conflict prevention, and governance
reforms. (2) Economic Integration and Trade: Efforts were made to promote regional economic
integration, support trade facilitation, and strengthen economic partnerships. (3) Infrastructure
Development: Investments were directed towards improving transport networks, energy inter-
connections, and other critical infrastructure to foster economic growth. (4) Food and Nutrition
Security: Programs focused on enhancing food security, agricultural development, and nutri-
tion, particularly in rural areas. (5) Sustainable Natural Resource Management: The EU sup-
ported sustainable management of natural resources, including initiatives related to environ-

mental conservation and climate change adaptation. (European Commission 2018) For this
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reason, one could argue that while EU ODA prior to 2021 prioritized peace, governance, and
regional integration with a strong focus on development aid, the Global Gateway strategy shifts
towards a market-oriented, investment-driven model. The latter integrates environmental sus-
tainability and digitalization more deeply and explicitly promotes African economic autonomy
through sustainable value chains and infrastructure. (see tab. 1)

Also, a comparison of Global Gateway with the Chinese BRI project gives insights into volume
and structure of the European initiative. First, the BRI operates on a much larger scale than
the Global Gateway. While estimates of China’s financial engagement in Africa vary, the Chi-
nese Loans to Africa Database at Boston University’s Global Development Policy Center re-
ports that Chinese lenders made 1,188 loan commitments totalling $160 billion to African gov-
ernments and state-owned enterprises already between 2000 and 2020. In comparison, the
EU’s Global Gateway aims to mobilize €150 billion for Africa between 2021 and 2027. How-
ever, China’s investments in Africa are ongoing and expected to continue throughout this pe-
riod. (Foretia 2024, 19) There are also calculations, that the BRI offered loans ranging from
€200 billion to €400 billion, according to various estimates from the American Enterprise Insti-
tute and UNCTAD. (Tagliapietra 2023, 1327) This would clearly place the European Global
Gateway Program in second place. Additionally, it must also be taken into consideration that,
while the Global Gateway adds strategic focus and geopolitical intent (e.g., countering China's
Belt and Road), its financial volume significantly overlaps with existing ODA commitments.
Therefore, it is better understood as a reframing and consolidation of European development

finance—not a separate pot of additional aid.

The geographical and thematic distribution of Global Gateway flagship projects is quite obvi-
ous, with most in Africa and focused on climate and energy. In 2023, more than half of the
projects were located in Africa, much less in Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as a
few in the Middle East, Asia and the Pacific, altogether. Out of 199, 83 projects focussed on
climate and energy, 37 on digital development and 31 on health issues. In contrast, only 21
projects are touching the transport sector. (van Wieringen 2024, 3) And in 2024, an expanding
number of flagship initiatives have been linked to the Global Gateway, with Africa remaining
its primary focus. As of May 2024, Africa accounted for 116 out of 225 global flagship pro-
jects—44 launched in 2023 and 72 in 2024. At the current pace, the number of African projects
is expected to exceed 200 by the time the Global Gateway reaches its projected conclusion in
2030—and likely continue beyond that. (ETTG 2024) In contrast to the Global Gateway,
China’s BRI focuses on large-scale physical infrastructure projects, particularly in sectors such
as transportation, mining, energy (including fossil fuels), and telecommunications. While fund-
ing began in the early 2000s, the initiative significantly expanded in 2013 under the BRI frame-

work. It primarily relies on loans and places limited emphasis on human rights, social values,
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or intellectual property standards. Instead, EU’s Global Gateway Initiative prioritizes sustaina-
ble investments in infrastructure—covering digital, energy, and transport—as well as in health,
education, skills development, climate action, and environmental protection. It emphasizes
transparency and adherence to high environmental and social standards. Financing includes
grants, concessional loans, and guarantees aimed at leveraging private sector involvement.
The initiative also seeks to uphold human rights, the rule of law, and international norms.
(Foretia et al. 2024, 20) Also that shows, that European Global Gateway is not a direct com-

petitor of the Chinese BRI but more complimentary to it.

3.2 Developmental versus Geopolitical Goals in Africa

Connectivity plays a central role in Africa’s development agenda. Both the African Union’s
Agenda 2063 and the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) prioritize the expansion
of physical and digital infrastructure to link people, markets, and nations, serving as a catalyst
for economic growth, trade, and investment. Infrastructure is also widely regarded as essential
for advancing other key sectors like agriculture and manufacturing. The continent’s financing
gap is estimated up to $100 billion per year. (Eickhoff 2023, 1) Several development partners

are addressing this shortfall, mainly the Chinese BRI but also the European Global Gateway.

Fundamentally, the European Global Gateway initiative is a form of development aid aimed at
better coordinating and consolidating the previously fragmented European efforts. Under the
umbrella of Global Gateway Team Europe initiatives in Africa are designed to advance five
key objectives: (1) Accelerating the green transition, (2) Advancing digital transformation, (3)
Promoting sustainable economic growth and better labour standards, (4) Strengthening health
and pharmaceutical systems, and (5) Enhancing education and skills development. The first
objective focuses on maximizing the benefits of a job-rich green transition while minimizing
environmental risks, thereby contributing to the global fight against climate change. For its
second objective, the Global Gateway aims to enhance digital connectivity by supporting the
deployment of submarine and terrestrial fibre-optic cables, upgrading cloud and data infra-
structure, and promoting regulatory frameworks that safeguard citizens’ digital rights. The third
objective targets regional and continental economic growth and integration through six key
areas of action. First, the Global Gateway will promote smart, fair, and affordable mobility and
trade by developing multi-country transport infrastructure, enhancing regional connectivity,
and improving safety and efficiency, thereby facilitating the movement of people and goods
within Africa and between Africa and Europe. Second, it will provide financial and technical

support to early-stage businesses, start-ups, and young entrepreneurs—particularly women—
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to foster the creation of inclusive and decent jobs. In the health sector, the initiative will assist
Africa in vaccine distribution, strengthen hospital systems, enhance local pharmaceutical ca-
pacity, and develop universal health coverage, supported by sound regulations and investment
conditions. Finally, the Global Gateway aims to expand access to high-quality, modern, and
equitable education. It will promote youth mobility, improve young professionals’ access to the
labour market, and encourage innovative solutions that build skills aligned with the needs of

the dynamic global workforce. (Tagliapietra 2022, 9 - 13)

Tab. 2: Sectoral Breakdown of Global Gateway Flagship Projects in Africa (2023 & 2024)

Africa other regions Total

2023 2024 2023 2024 2023 2024

Climate & Energy 9 13 40 48 49 61
Energy 5 4
CRM 1 1
Biodiversity 1 2
other infratructure 1 3
others 1 3

Transport - 7 17 25 17 32

Digital 3 4 8 14 11 18

Health 4 5 3 9 7 14

Education 1 1 2 12 3 13

Total 17 30 70 108 87 138

Source: Bilal and Teevan (2024), 7.

But as table 2 highlights, the Global Gateway’s primary focus is on sustainable development
and connectivity, with a strong emphasis on the Climate & Energy sector, which accounts for
nearly half of all projects across Africa and other regions in 2023 and 2024. This reflects the
initiative’s commitment to supporting the green transition, in Africa as well as in Europe.
Transport is another key area, especially in Africa, where project numbers rose notably in
2024, aligning with objectives around regional integration and mobility. Additionally, growing

investments in Digital, Health, and Education sectors underscore efforts to enhance digital
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infrastructure, strengthen health systems, and improve access to quality education and skills
training. But this project structure shows the geopolitical focus of the Global Gateway, already.

The rise of the increasingly authoritarian People's Republic of China as a global power, along
with its ongoing conflict and trade tensions with the United States, has contributed to the Eu-
ropean Union’s growing strategic isolation. In response, the EU is being pushed to assert itself
more firmly in global power politics. This shift is gradually transforming the EU’s identity—from
primarily an economic actor to an emerging geopolitical player—broadening its focus from
trade competitiveness alone to encompassing both economic and strategic influence. Europe's
geopolitical future increasingly depends on the strength and quality of its partnerships—par-
ticularly in Africa, where China's influence has grown to surpass that of Europe. Compared to
previous investment programs, the Global Gateway sends a new geostrategic message: it
aims to offer an alternative to China's BRI and strategically compete with China in the Global
South, particularly in Africa. (Foretia et al. 2024, 4) Three years into implementation, it is evi-
dent that Global Gateway investments are also primarily directed toward physical infrastruc-
ture—like BRI projects—often with limited emphasis on sustainability and human develop-
ment. Although some funded projects may include elements such as 'skills and technology
transfer,’ the broader infrastructure financing initiatives typically lack components aimed at
strengthening human capital. While the Global Gateway prioritizes the development of strate-
gic corridors to bolster Europe’s economic security, ensuring local ownership and aligning with
the interests of the EU’s partners is essential for its long-term success. (Gavas and Granito
2024)

For instance, the EU has prioritized 11 transport corridors across Africa as key focal points for
Global Gateway investments. (see fig. 2) These corridors, some of which are already partially
developed, consist of extensive networks of roads, railways, waterways, ports, and pipelines
designed to link areas of economic activity with urban hubs and international markets. Priority
was given to the “EU interests” scenario—particularly the presence of European institutions
and private sector companies, as well as access to raw materials—among other selection
criteria. (Eickhoff 2023, 5) Among the most prominent undertakings of the Global Gateway in
Africa is the “Lobito Corridor”, connecting the Angolan harbour in Lobito with the copper belt
in Zambia and the South of the Democratic Republic of Congo. This corridor is expected to
play a significant role in developing the electric vehicle (EV) battery value chain in the Western
World by enabling sustainable infrastructure projects that strengthen diplomatic and economic
ties among key partners, including the US, EU, Angola, DRC, and Zambia. Through a series
of agreements—such as EU-led Memorandums of Understanding on critical minerals and
value chain development—the corridor supports investment in transport infrastructure and

sustainable mining. These initiatives not only diversify the EV-related critical mineral supply
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chains but also enhance Angola, DRC, and Zambia's bargaining power in promoting better
resource governance, reducing labour vulnerabilities, and advancing sustainable develop-
ment. (see e.g. Nsakaza and Maponga 2025) However, up until mid-2024, the involvement of
European institutions and financiers remained limited, highlighting the evident implementation
challenges faced by the Global Gateway. (Africa Business Guide 2024) Other recent efforts
include digital connectivity and healthcare development in East Africa, emerging cybersecurity
collaborations in West Africa, green hydrogen projects in South Africa, and the expansion of
rail infrastructure across East Africa. (ETTG 2024) Also, the Namibia Strategic Partnership on
critical raw materials and green hydrogen value chains, along with the Renewable Hydrogen
Development initiative in Chile, are key Global Gateway flagship projects. Both exemplify the
Team Europe approach and carry significant geostrategic importance for the EU, while also
aiming to enhance local value creation and support the green transition in the partner coun-
tries. (Bilal and Teevan 2024, 12)

Fig. 2: Envisaged Strategic corridors by Global Gateway
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But if Global Gateway is better coordinated and consolidated—and thereby more geopolitically

focused—than previously fragmented European efforts is still questionable. Despite notable
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progress, the Global Gateway still often appears as a fragmented collection of projects, lacking
the coherent political dialogue needed to generate meaningful strategic change and showing
weak alignment with Europe’s internal economic, political, and development priorities. (Bilal
and Teevan 2024, V) Additionally, African partners have expressed growing concern that the
EU may be shifting toward a more assertively interest-driven approach, using its resources—
including development funding—primarily to advance its own economic objectives. These con-
cerns are reinforced by the focus of the EU’s flagship projects for 2023 and 2024, which heavily
target strategic economic sectors that may not fully align with African development priorities.
Many initiatives appear closely tied to the EU’s efforts to secure access to critical raw materials
needed for its Green Agenda, particularly along designated strategic corridors. For instance,
the EIB’s 2023-2025 operational plan explicitly states that “priority will be given to initiatives
promoted together with the European Commission, such as Team Europe and Global Gate-
way.” (ETTG 2024)

Also a new report by Counter Balance, Eurodad, and Oxfam reveals concerns about the EU’s
Global Gateway initiative, arguing that it risks diverting aid funds toward benefiting big Euro-
pean businesses rather than addressing poverty and development. The report analyses 40
Global Gateway projects, finding that 60% of them benefit European companies like Siemens,
Moller Group, and Suez, with some companies in the EU's Business Advisory Group receiving
contracts funded by the initiative. Despite being funded by the EU's aid budget, which is meant
to reduce poverty, only 16% of the projects focus on key development sectors like health,
education, and research. The report also highlights issues such as lack of transparency, with
limited publicly available information on projects, financing, and assessments of human rights
or environmental impacts. Additionally, the Global Gateway may also worsen the debt crisis in
the world's poorest countries, as it prioritizes loans over grants. The report also criticizes the
potential negative impacts on human rights and the environment, such as water-intensive pro-
jects in water-scarce countries and the EU’s involvement in controversial agreements like hy-
dropower in Rwanda. The research concludes that the initiative could fuel corporate profits at
the expense of public development goals, urging the EU to prioritize poverty reduction over
private business interests. (EURODAD 2024) Therefore, the Global Gateway can be seen as
a hybrid measure—on the one hand offering more opportunities for the LDCs in Africa, but on
the other hand increasingly becoming a tool in the geopolitical competition between the sup-

porting powers, China and the EU.
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3.3 Conditionalities and Their Reception in Africa

Since several decades European as well as Western ODA is well-known in the Global South
for its conditionalities. Also, the criticism of this conditionality can be traced back already into
the 1960s. A prominent early advocate of this criticism was the Pan-African thinker Kwame
Nkrumah, who, in his writings, particularly in his work "Neocolonialism: The Last Stage of Im-
perialism" (1965), criticized the way Western countries continued to exert control over Africa
through economic and political influence. At the same time, Frantz Fanon (1961) and Samir
Amin (1973, 1974) argued that Western development aid was often linked to political and eco-
nomic conditions that undermined the sovereignty of African countries and promoted the con-
tinuation of colonial structures. Especially, since the end of the Cold War, Western donor gov-
ernments, including the European Union, have commonly linked foreign aid allocation to polit-
ical criteria, such as the level of democracy and human rights standards. The reasons are
simple: Recent studies indicate that foreign aid to autocratic regimes not only encourages
patronage and clientelism but also tends to reinforce authoritarian structures (e.g. Bader and
Faust, 2014; Kono et al., 2015). As a result, democratic governance is often seen as enhancing
the socioeconomic impact of foreign aid, with more democratic governments typically directing
more aid towards the provision of public goods that promote development. (Bodenstein and
Faust 2017, 956) Also, from institutional economics the wealth-creating impacts of “inclusive
institutions” like democracy, human rights and rule of law are well known. (Acemoglu and Rob-
inson 2012)

Therefore, attaching appropriate conditions to development aid initially makes objective sense.
But it must be recognised that most attempts to establish democracy in non-Western countries
through political pressure or even force have failed to this day. As already S. Huntington (1996,
193) emphasised, democratization in the 1980s and 1990s proved most successful in coun-
tries with strong Christian and Western influences, particularly in predominantly Catholic or
Protestant regions of Southern and Central Europe, parts of Latin America, and East Asia. In
the Philippines, South Korea, and Taiwan, Christian leadership and American influence sup-
ported democratic transitions. In the former Soviet Union, democracy stabilized in the Baltic
states, remained uncertain in Orthodox republics, and appeared unlikely in Muslim-majority
republics. As a result, by the 1990s, most non-African countries influenced by Western Chris-
tianity had undergone democratic transitions, with Cuba as a notable exception. But in all other
cultural regions of the world, democratization processes have been either unsuccessful or only

marginally successful. Afghanistan and Iraq are the most visible examples.

That may explain the success of China’s BRI. Both, China’s BRI, launched in 2013, and the

EU’s Global Gateway, introduced in 2022, aim to promote infrastructure development, green
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energy, and connectivity in Africa, but they are grounded in fundamentally different principles.
The BRI imposes minimal conditions, requiring only adherence to the One China policy, and
is broad in scope, allowing a wide range of projects to fall under its banner. Perhaps as a
result, China is viewed much more positive in Africa than otherwise. A public opinion survey
examining citizens' views of China across 25 countries found that some of the most positive

perceptions of China are in African nations. (Barlett 2023)

In contrast, the Global Gateway again ties participation to commitments to human rights, de-
mocracy, and good governance. In concrete, Global Gateway initiatives are designed to en-
hance resilience, promote sustainability, and deepen cooperation with like-minded partners by
addressing five key global challenges: digital transformation, climate and energy, transport,
health, and education and research. These partnerships are guided by six foundational princi-
ples: (1) Democratic values and high standards: Projects must uphold the rule of law and
respect international norms related to human rights, labour standards, and intellectual prop-
erty. Ethical governance is central, with an emphasis on avoiding unsustainable debt burdens
or problematic dependencies. (2) Good governance and transparency: All projects should be
transparent, financially sound, and governed by open, competitive procurement processes.
Stakeholder engagement through public consultations and civil society participation ensures
inclusive development and equitable access to benefits and services. (3) Equal partnerships:
Partner countries are to be fully involved in every stage—design, development, and implemen-
tation. Projects are tailored to meet the priorities and opportunities of partner nations while
also aligning with the EU’s strategic goals. (4) Green and clean: Global Gateway projects are
committed to climate neutrality and support the shift toward a sustainable, circular global econ-
omy. This includes aligning with net-zero emissions targets, investing in climate-resilient infra-
structure, and conducting thorough environmental impact assessments. (5) Security-focused:
The initiative aims to strengthen secure and reliable connectivity by addressing physical,
cyber, and hybrid threats, as well as economic coercion. It emphasizes protecting citizens from
intrusive surveillance and other security risks. (6) Catalysing private investment: By leveraging
public resources from the EU, its Member States, and international financial institutions, the
Global Gateway seeks to unlock the potential of Europe's robust private sector and attract

significant private capital investment. (van Wieringen 2024, 1-2)

But, how have these countries reacted to, engaged with, or potentially resisted the EU’s efforts
to influence their development trajectory through this global project? In general, African repre-
sentatives have expressed criticism of the EU’s perceived paternalistic approach. First, recip-
ient countries tend to reject the EU’s value-driven framework. What the EU defines as good
governance is often seen by African nations as burdensome bureaucracy, with many countries

lacking the institutional capacity to navigate the complex procedural requirements needed to
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initiate investments. In contrast, China offers quicker project initiation, which is crucial in Africa
where infrastructure projects are often tied to electoral cycles. (Heldt 2023, 8) For example,
Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni has criticized the World Bank and Western countries for
prioritizing lectures on democracy and human rights over tangible support for essential infra-
structure projects like railways. This has contributed to a perception that the EU, hindered by
bureaucratic processes and a strong focus on civil and political rights, fails to grasp the press-
ing infrastructure needs facing African nations. (Hodzi 2025) Second, for many African coun-
tries, the EU’s environmental standards present a "double-edged sword." While environmental
concerns are significant in regions like Nigeria, they are secondary to the country’s pressing
infrastructure needs. Rather than adhering to the EU's stringent criteria on energy transition,
countries like Nigeria may opt for alternative partnerships, such as with China or Turkey, to
meet their infrastructure demands (Farand, 2021). Third, a survey conducted by Afrobarome-
ter between 2019 and 2021 across 34 African countries revealed that 55% of Africans believe
that foreign lenders and donors should offer African governments more autonomy in deciding
how development funding is utilized, and 51% want their governments to have greater freedom
in determining their own approaches to democracy and human rights (Afrobarometer, 2021).

Additionally, local authorities criticize the Global Gateway initiative for not sufficiently involving
them in its implementation, despite their crucial role in ensuring its success. They argue that
while investments are made in specific territories, decision-making is often centralized, and
the effectiveness of these investments depends on the local environment. As entities with a
legal and constitutional mandate to promote local development and manage infrastructure,
local authorities are essential in responding to locally defined needs and priorities. Therefore,
they advocate for their inclusion in investment planning, resource mobilization, and implemen-
tation processes. Additionally, the Global Gateway strategy emphasizes delivering sustainable
development outcomes that benefit local communities, a goal that local authorities, being the
closest government entities to citizens, are best suited to facilitate. Local authorities believe
their involvement is necessary to ensure projects align with democratic values, transparency,
and good governance, and they call for meaningful consultation throughout the process to
ensure investments meet local needs and foster long-term sustainability. (Bossuyt and Sab-
ourin 2024, 3 — 4) Finally, African countries view the EU’s competitive framing against China
as "problematic” because it suggests the EU is more focused on geopolitical power dynamics
than on genuinely addressing infrastructure needs. This geopolitical emphasis is seen as un-
dermining African agency within the Global Gateway initiative (Farand, 2021). The core con-
cept of the EU’s Global Gateway initiative—its well-intentioned conditionality based on univer-

sal human rights, democratization, and similar principles—is therefore merely a continuation
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of traditional development aid, which most Africans perceive as paternalistic, now combined
with an openly stated geopolitical focus.

Nonetheless, the launch of the European Global Gateway initiative presents certain benefits
for the African countries involved. The main positive aspect of the introduction of Global Gate-
way for African countries is the ability to choose from a range of multilateral, European, and

bilateral investment options in infrastructure, reducing their reliance on any single donor.

4. Conclusion

The EU’s Global Gateway initiative, launched in December 2021, aims to strengthen Europe’s
geopolitical influence, particularly in Africa, as a counter to China’s BRI. Unlike traditional de-
velopment aid, it focuses on strategic infrastructure investments, mobilizing up to €300 billion
by 2027. This becomes possible by a shift towards private investment in multilateral develop-
ment financing. But the EU will only meet its €300 billion target if Global Gateway is successful
in attracting sufficient private investment. (Koch et al. 2023, 2) However, the volume of financial
commitments under Global Gateway overlaps significantly with existing EU ODA, suggesting
that it is more a reframing and consolidation of Europe’s development finance than a new,

additional funding stream.

But, the EU’s Global Gateway initiative marks a strategic shift in European ODA towards a
more investment-driven and market-oriented model. While continuing the EU's historical com-
mitment to African development, the initiative reflects a clear geopolitical intent to counterbal-
ance China’s growing influence, particularly through its BRI. Despite these strategic shifts, the
Global Gateway’s focus on sustainable development and adherence to high environmental
and social standards may position it as a complementary alternative to China's BRI, rather
than a direct competitor. But at the moment the overwhelming investment in physical infra-
structure—mainly in Sub-Sahara Africa—emphasises the competitive geopolitical aspect of
the Global Gateway. Therefore, as the initiative progresses, it will be critical to assess how
effectively it can balance its geopolitical goals with the development needs of African countries,
ensuring that it promotes both economic growth and long-term stability. Accordingly, the Global
Gateway can be seen as a hybrid tool, balancing development goals with geopolitical ambi-
tions. However, the EU faces challenges in becoming a full-fledged geopolitical force. While
not yet a superpower, the EU is positioning itself as a global influencer, balancing economic

strength with a growing emphasis on security and geopolitical strategy.
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Double-edged are the remaining conditionalities of the Global Gateway. On the one hand,
conditionalities linked to aid can promote good governance, democracy, and human rights,
improving governance standards and reducing corruption in Africa. They also encourage sus-
tainable development by imposing environmental standards and attracting private investment
for economic growth and regional integration. On the other hand, they are often seen as pa-
ternalistic and bureaucratic, frustrating recipient countries. They may not align with local prior-
ities, especially in sectors like infrastructure, leading countries to seek alternatives like China.
Additionally, local authorities are often excluded from decision-making, and geopolitical moti-
vations behind conditionalities can undermine African autonomy, making the aid less effective.
Indeed, there has been a noticeable anti-Chinese backlash in many African countries, with
widespread concerns about Beijing’s perceived colonial behaviour and the potential risks of
“debt trap diplomacy,” which can create new dependencies by leveraging control over African
nations’ infrastructure and resources. (see Wrobel 2025) Therefore, the Global Gateway is a
great alternative for Africa. But in this context, granting African countries greater agency is
crucial for the successful implementation of the Global Gateway initiative. But as the EU moves
forward, it must be cautious not to replicate the same dynamics of dominance, avoiding the
trap of acting as a colonial power by imposing its own rules and priorities. (Heldt 2023, 8)

While the initiative promotes shared interests and "principled pragmatism,” questions remain
about whether it truly represents a shift from traditional EU development policies or continues
to advance European self-interest, with unclear implications for African partner countries. That
makes it at least in particular “old wine in new bottles”. But, the establishment of Global Gate-
way has positioned the EU as a more prominent actor in global geopolitics, with a strategic
emphasis on Africa as a key region for increasing both public and private investment. Never-
theless, it should be considered within the EU whether instead of conditionalities like democ-
ratisation for ODA the EU should act more with Soft Power, being a trustworthy partner for
African societies and a model for democratisation itself. This would also reduce the contradic-
tion between the European demands placed on recipient countries and its own growing role

as a geopolitical player.
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